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Commodities 
Livestock and meat exports after the drought in the Sahel 
For many years surplus production in the Sahelian countries encouraged the development of 
trade in livestock and, to a lesser extent, in meat between the Sahel and deficit areas on the 
West Coast and in Central Africa, thus ensuring supplies for the entire region. This development 
was halted by the drought which struck the Sahel in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 
Sahelian exports in 1970 
In 1970 the West and Central African countries in the Sahelian and Sahelo-Sudanian area 
possessed some 21 million head of cattle and almost 40 million small ruminants, i.e., the 
equivalent of 28 million livestock units (counting 6 sheep or goats as one livestock unit). 
Calculated on this basis, there were 1.25 livestock units per head of population. Those countries 
which had larger land areas in the Sudanian zone (Upper Volta and Senegal) possessed 
relatively fewer animals, whereas Mauritania had over 3 livestock units for each inhabitant. 
It was estimated that there were 15 million head of cattle and 53 million small ruminants in the 
countries on the West Coast and in Central Africa, Nigeria alone accounting for 10 million cattle 
and 40 million small ruminants. In all, these countries possessed 27 million livestock units, but 
there were only 0.25 livestock units per head of population. In fact, this ratio barely exceeded 
0.1 in countries lying entirely within the Guinean and Equatorial zones with the exception of 
Guinea itself where the trypanotolerant breeds originated and where the ratio was 0.48. In 
Nigeria, on the other hand, the ratio was 0.30 and in Cameroon 0.56. The northern regions of 
those the countries which lie within the Sahelo-Sudanian zone carried comparatively large herds 
(90% of cattle and two-thirds of the small ruminants in the case of Nigeria). In brief, livestock in 
the region was concentrated in the north in the Sahelo-Sudanian zone, whilst the humid coastal 
area had few animals. 
Livestock units per capita in 1970. 
Countries 
Livestock units 
(‘000) 
Population 
(‘000) 
L. Us. per 
capita 
1 Sahel 
Mauritania 3630 1177 3.10 
Mali 7225 5052 1.43 
Upper Volta 3200 5023 0.64 
Niger 5450 3616 1.50 
Chad 5460 3600 1.52 
Senegal/Gambia 3343 4194 0.79 
Total 28308 22662 1.20 
2. Costal areas 
Guinea 1900 3920 0.48 
S. Leone/Liberia 280 4070 0.07 
Ivory Coast 650 5115 0.13 
Ghana 900 8559 0.11 
Togo/Benin 1150 4595 0.25 
Nigeria 16600 55073 0.30 
Cameroon 3285 3845 0.56 
Central Africa 2189 33633 0.09 
Total 26954 108810 0.25 
Source: Ref. 3,15 
This imbalance in the geographical distribution of livestock had created substantial export flows 
from the Sahelian zone to the deficit areas, consisting traditionally of live animals and, to a 
lesser extent, of dried meat. Exports of fresh meat had recently begun to assume some 
importance in Upper Volta and even more so in Chad. 
Exports of livestock and fresh or dried meat from the Sahelian countries in 1970 (excluding 
Senegal which suffers from a shortage of meat) were equivalent to 815,000 cattle and 
1,245,000 sheep and goats, i.e. more than 1 million livestock units. This represented about 4% 
of the total livestock of the countries concerned: 6.5% for Mauritania, 4.5% for Niger and Chad. 
Expressed in tonnes, on the basis of a carcass weight of 160 kg. for cattle and 17 kg. for small 
ruminants (the generally assumed weight for export animals) Sahelian exports amounted to 
150.000 tonnes of meat (carcass weight), consisting of 130.000 tonnes of beef and 20.000 
tonnes of mutton. 
Although these exports were intended for the whole of the Guinean and Equatorial zones, the 
bulk of them went to a limited number of countries. In 1970, Nigeria and Ivory Coast absorbed 
some 60% of the market. Senegal, which imports sheep in large quantities from Mauritania, took 
third place with 15% whilst Ghana came fourth. Almost all the remaining Sahelian exports were 
destined for the countries of Central Africa (including Cameroon which is a net importer), 
whereas the volume of trade with the other countries on the West Coast was limited to a few 
thousand head. 
Livestock and meat exports from the Sahel in 1970. 
Countries 
Net exports 
Livestock 
units 
Percentage of 
total LUs 
Mauritania 238000 6.5 
Mali 188000 2.6 
Upper Volta 96000 3.0 
Niger 256000 4.6 
Chad 240000 4.4 
TOTAL 1018000 4.1 
Source:Ref.15 
Livestock and meat exports from the Sahel to deficit areas in 1970. 
 
 
Source: Ref. 15 
Prior to the drought, therefore, the Sahelian countries supplied all the deficit areas in West and 
Central Africa. Additional supplies of fresh or canned meat were occasionally imported from 
overseas, particularly from France, to meet the demand of the wealthiest consumers. This was, 
however, a marginal phenomenon. Only one country, Zaire, purchased large quantities of fresh 
or canned meat outside the region, obtaining from the Sahel little more than half of its total meat 
imports (7,180 tonnes in 1970). 
Effects of the drought on livestock 
The drought which struck the Sahel is generally considered to have lasted from 1968 to 1974. 
However, rainfall was not consistently low throughout that time. At the beginning of the period it 
fluctuated from low to normal, and then was consistently low during the three rainy seasons of 
1971, 1972 and 1973. It was also during this later period that the cumulative effects of the 
drought took a dramatic toll on the herds, causing numerous deaths and leading livestock 
breeders to sell their immature males and even female breeding stock. 
It is difficult to estimate livestock losses due to the drought; only approximate figures can be 
calculated. Apart from the fact that no precise information is available in the Sahelian countries 
regarding the size of herds, the drought resulted in temporary or permanent population 
movements towards the wetter areas in the south, and it has proved impossible to identify or 
quantify these movements accurately. According to official estimates, the total number of cattle 
in the six Sahelian countries was only 15 million in 1973–74; compared to 21 million in 1970–71. 
Losses, which were in the region of 30%, are reported to have been very unevenly distributed. 
Mauritanian livestock was very severely affected, decreasing by over 50%, whilst in Niger 
losses came to 45%. Cattle losses were apparently only 12% in Upper Volta and Senegal, 30% 
in Chad and 34% in Mali (although losses in Mali appear to be overestimated). 
National estimates consistently report less severe losses of small ruminants, in the region of 
15%. However, statistics for small stock are even less accurate than for cattle and estimates 
vary widely. Again, Mauritania was most seriously affected with losses estimated at 30% 
followed by Niger with 18% and lower figures in the other countries of the Sahel. 
In short, the total livestock units equivalent of cattle, sheep and goats appear to have decreased 
by 25 to 30% between 1970 and 1975. Losses came to more than 40% in Mauritania and just 
under 40% in Niger. Apparently, the herds began to increase again in 1975, and in several 
countries the number of small ruminants seems to have risen to the pre-drought level. 
Nevertheless, total livestock figures are still at a much lower level than in the early 1970s, due to 
serious cattle losses. 
Development of the national herd in the Sahelian countries. 
   
Source: Miscellaneous 
Trade flows 
The decline in herd size and consequently in production potential, together with the efforts of 
livestock breeders to build up their herds after the drought, resulted in a decrease in offtake at a 
time when livestock and meat prices were rising steeply. To offset the shortage, the authorities 
decided in 1975 to ban livestock exports throughout the Sahel. In that year, official export 
figures fell by 40% below the pre-drought levels, but the overall impact of the export ban is 
difficult to assess because the volume of illegal exports cannot be estimated with any accuracy. 
It is likely, however, that there was a considerable decline in total exports of livestock and meat. 
The sales of live animals from Mauritania to its main customers, Senegal and Ivory Coast, have 
collapsed, whilst sales from Niger are thought to have decreased by one half. In Mali, cattle 
exports are reported to have fallen by over 40%but.exports of sheep and goats are thought to 
have remained at earlier levels. Estimated cattle exports have declined less in Upper Volta and 
Chad, although in Chad exports of fresh meat slumped to about 3,000 tonnes in 1975 and 1976, 
as opposed to 12,000 tonnes in 1970/71. Upper Volta's exports of fresh meat were reduced to a 
few hundred tonnes in 1976 (as opposed to 1,200 tonnes in 1970) whilst exports of sheep and 
goats are estimated higher than the pre-drought levels. 
Livestock production in exporting Sahelian countries.a 
   
Sources: Miscellaneous 
Officially recorded slaughtering.a 
  
Countries 1970 1976 
  Cattle Sheep/goats Total Cattle Sheep/goats Total 
Mauritania 21 4 25 10 3 13 
Mali 80 23 103 90 38 128 
Upper Voltab 68 24 92 60 43 103 
Nigerb 62 79 141 33 89 122 
Chadb 56 10 66 55 13 68 
TOTAL 287 140 427 248 186 434 
a. in '000 livestock units 
b. for domestic consumption only 
Source: Miscellaneous 
The decline in livestock and meat exports appears to have been greater than the drop in 
production. Whereas actual exports are thought to have decreased by at least 40%, reported 
slaughterings for domestic (mainly urban) consumption in 1975/76 had again reached the 
1970/71 level, since the rise in the number of sheep and goats slaughtered offset the decline for 
cattle. Trends were also different from country to country; slaughtering fell in Mauritania and 
Niger, remained fairly stable in Chad and increased in Mali and Upper Volta. 
The reduction in supply affected importing countries to varying degrees. In the first place, a role 
was played by the particular circumstances of each of the traditional trading partners: thus, for 
example, the sharp drop in Mauritanian livestock numbers seriously affected potential imports 
by Senegal. Secondly, given the new supply situation, demand from importing countries varied 
according to domestic economic conditions and the existence of alternative sources of supply. 
For example, Ghana was forced to withdraw almost entirely from the regional cattle trade while 
her meat imports fell dramatically. This trend was already evident before the drought and can be 
attributed to the country's difficult economic situation, accompanied as it was by price controls 
and currency restrictions which inhibited the development of trade. 
Imports of livestock by the two major importing countries, Ivory Coast and Nigeria, fell sharply. 
The drop is reported to have been greater in Ivory Coast (42% of the 1970 figure according to 
official estimates) than in Nigeria (33% according to FAO). To offset the drop in imports from the 
Sahelian countries, Ivory Coast imported frozen meat particularly from Argentina: 6,400 tonnes 
in 1975 and 17,000 tonnes in 1976, the equivalent of 40,000 and 100,000 head of cattle. Overall 
imports reached pre-drought levels by 1976, so that supplies were maintained. 
By contrast, the almost permanent congestion in the port of Lagos along with a local preference 
for Sahelian cattle, made it impossible for Nigeria to react immediately in a similar way and 
compensate for the reduction in supplies. The impact of this situation on prices .and demand is 
thought to have encouraged traders in Niger, Upper Volta and even Mali to abandon the Ivory 
Coast market in favour of Nigeria. Evidence of this shift are the complete disappearance of 
recorded imports from Niger to Ivory Coast and the steep decline in imports from Upper Volta. 
Also livestock import figures in Nigeria went up in 1976, while import figures in Ivory Coast 
continued to decline. 
It was not until somewhat later that Nigeria began to import small quantities of fresh and frozen 
meat from outside the region. In 1976, these amounted to 6,000 tonnes, equivalent to 37,500 
head of cattle. It is estimated however that meat imports could rise in a sort time to 80,000 
tonnes in Nigeria, given to local pressure of demand. 
Livestock imports from the Sahel to the countries of Central Africa appear to have remained at 
1970 levels, but imports of meat slumped first in Zaire, which now purchases nearly all of its 
meat outside the region, and more recently in Gabon. These two countries plus Congo imported 
almost 30,000 tonnes of fresh and frozen meat in 1976, compared to 20,000 tonnes in 1970 (19 
200 and 13,350 tonnes respectively for Zaire). However, in 1976, less than 6,000 tonnes are 
estimated to have been supplied by the Sahelian region (Chad, Central African Empire, 
Cameroon) the remainder coming from countries in South Africa, Latin America and Europe. By 
comparison, these countries imported 13,000 tonnes of meat from the Sahel in 1970. 
Thus, existing trade patterns were shifted as a result of the drought. Whereas imports of 
livestock and meat prior to the drought came almost entirely from within the region, in 1976 the 
deficit countries were reported to be purchasing almost 40% of their total livestock and meat 
imports from non-Sahelian sources. For the countries of Central Africa, non-Sahelian imports 
were close to 60%, for Ivory Coast 48% and for Nigeria 15%. On the other hand, there were no 
imports from other sources to compensate for lower Sahelian imports in Ghana and Senegal: 
the total quantities imported declined considerably. 
Livestock and meat imports by the deficit countries of central and West Africa in 1970 (1st col) 
and 1976 (2nd col). 
   
Source: Miscellaneous. 
Price trends 
During the 1960s prior to the drought, meat prices rose at a rate of almost 3% per annum in the 
countries of the Sahel, due to the pressure of demand from importing countries. In 1970, meat 
prices ranged from 70 to 100 CFA francs/kg. in producing areas, and from 100 to 130 CFA 
francs/kg. in terminal markets. As a result of relatively high transport and marketing costs, 
wholesale beef prices increased steadily from the northern to the southern areas, reaching a 
high of 220 to 260 CFA francs/kg. in the coastal areas. Converted at official exchange rates, 
beef prices were 30 to 40 US cents/kg. in the producing areas and 100 cents in the most distant 
parts of the importing countries (80 cents in Abidjan). During the same period producer prices 
for beef (with bone) were 70 cents in the major exporting countries of the world (Argentina and 
Australia) and slightly over 100 cents in the USA and the EEC countries. 
At that time, West and Central Africa meat markets, which were closed, and protected from 
outside competition by high tariffs, enjoyed prices lower than those on the world markets, for a 
product which was actually of inferior quality. The existence of particularly low prices in Chad 
enabled that country to develop a comparatively large export trade in fresh meat, transported by 
air at high cost, not only to Gabon and Congo, but also to Zaire. This type of trade, which was 
justified by transport difficulties was exceptional, however. In most cases, livestock were 
exported on the hoof, the most economic mode of transport in view of inadequacies in the 
existing infrastructure. Livestock were also transported by rail in Ivory Coast and Nigeria. Some 
top-quality fresh meat was shipped from Upper Volta to Ivory Coast in refrigerated trucks, but 
the quantities involved dropped practically to nil because of transport difficulties. 
In the Sahel as a whole, the reduction in supplies led to a substantial rise in livestock prices, the 
magnitude of which is reported to have varied from country to country depending on local 
shortages and the pressure of demand by importing countries. The steepest estimated 
increases were in Mauritania and Niger, where by the end of 1976 beef prices were 3.5 to 4 
times above the 1970–7l level. Price increases were less in Mali (up 100% from 1971 to 1976) 
and Upper Volta. In 1977, prices continued to rise at a lower rate in these two countries and 
stabilized or even declined in the rest of the Sahel. 
On the basis of 1976/77 price data and official rates of exchange, one kilo of beef cost over 100 
US cents in the producing areas of the Sahel and 125 cents in the terminal markets. Meanwhile, 
export prices for beef on the world market began to drop in 1973/74, falling to less than 50 
cents/kg. in 1975 and rising only to 60 cents in 1976 and 1977. However, these prices probably 
do not reflect actual production costs in the exporting countries, and for this reason the gap 
between world price levels and those in the Sahelian countries tends to be exaggerated. 
For the importing countries, prices doubled between 1974 and 1976 in Senegal and Nigeria, 
and these adjustments played an important role in maintaining a balance in the market. The rise 
in prices was less in Ivory Coast which imported second-quality frozen beef from Argentina and 
the EEC at less than 1,000 US dollars per tonne (c.i.f.). The governments of Central Africa 
subsidized meat imports from the Sahel in addition to importing lower-priced meats from outside 
the region. 
In 1975 import prices for Sahelian livestock ranged from 450 CFA francs/kg. cw in Senegal and 
Ivory Coast to 800 CFA francs in Nigeria, i.e. 1,800 to 3,200 US dollars per tonne. During the 
same period, the prices of beef on the US market, which is relatively independent of world 
market fluctuations and thus indicative of real import market trends, was 1,400 US dollars per 
tonne, while in the EEC the average price was 2,200 US dollars per tonne 2,800 US dollars in 
France). 
Evolution of beef prices on the world market and in West Africa. 
  
Source: Miscellaneous. 
Prices for beef in Western and Central Africa, which were previously low in comparison to world 
prices appear to have reached high levels as a consequence of the reduced Sahelian supply. 
It is difficult to evaluate the long-term impact of the imbalance which has occurred in West Africa 
markets. It is evident, however, that the traditional production system in the Sahel can no longer 
meet the growing demand for meat in the region. At the same time, the recent rise in livestock 
prices has provided a strong incentive for animal production, and prospects for stratification 
have become brighter. Yet, in the short-term, West African consumers will be forced to turn to 
the outside world and the regional market will be influenced directly or indirectly by world market 
fluctuations. This situation obviously gives rise to concern at a time when local prices appear to 
have risen to exaggerated levels. Thus, aware of the risks, Ivory Coast is reported to have 
revoked its policy of low-cost imports (estimated meat imports fell to 8,000 tonnes in 1977) in 
order to protect its own livestock industry. 
In spite of recent price rises, beef continues to be the cheapest meat in the region, which partly 
explains its predominance in the local diet. Although this pattern is consistent with traditional 
farming conditions, it contrasts with the world market situation where production costs for 
poultry, in particular, are lower than for beef. This fundamental fact tends to be obscured at the 
moment by the temporary slump in beef import prices. Nevertheless, poultry prices in West and 
Central Africa are two to three times higher than world market prices. Such a discrepancy was 
not very important as long as beef prices were low and the regional market was closed, but it 
gains in significance now that the region is obliged to diversify its sources of supply. The entire 
animal production sector is liable to be affected, and as a result a better adaptation of local 
production structures to market requirements will be necessary. 
Comparison of meat prices in different parts of the world in l976/l977.a 
Countries Beef Mutton Pork Chicken 
Australia 60 75 122 – 
USA 140 165 145 70 
Europe 170/270 200/390 120/150 80/100 
West Africa 
Sahel 100 130 140 220 
Coastal areasb 180 260 200 300 
a. in US cents/Kg. 
b. Nigeria excluded. 
Source Miscellaneous. 
